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The world meat market: Beef and mutton 
The International Livestock Centre for Africa was established under the umbrella of the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) in 1974, with headquarters 
in Addis Ababa. ILCA's mandate is to assist national efforts which aim to effect a change in 
production and marketing systems in tropical Africa so as to increase the sustained output of 
livestock products and improve the quality of life of the people in this region. In pursuit of these 
goals, ILCA's activities embrace three main areas— research, training and documentation. 
The first research programmes were initiated in Ethiopia, Kenya and Mali, and early in 1978 
new programmes were started in Botswana and Nigeria. These countries represent several 
different ecological zones and animal production systems in tropical Africa, as well as 
economies at different stages of development. 
ILCA proposes to produce this informative Bulletin periodically, in order to assist its oven 
research workers and those in other organizations, as well as government planning and field 
officers and others interested in the development of livestock production systems in tropical 
Africa. Information will be provided covering the range of ILCA's activities in the countries where 
research programmes are underway and on a wider basis covering the whole of tropical Africa. 
The first issue of the Bulletin concerns economic trends, and focusses in its detailed analysis on 
the economic situation in Kenya and Ethiopia. 
It is hoped that the audience for this Bulletin will be broad, and the subject matter covered in 
future issues should reflect the interests and information needs of the readers. It is also hoped 
that the quality of the data presented will be progressively improved by critical comparison and 
additional data collected. 
The main livestock commodities traded on the world market are fresh, chilled and frozen meat, 
canned meat, meat products (beef, mutton and goat meat, pork, chicken), eggs, milk products, 
hides and skins, and live animals, including camels. All these commodities are at present 
produced and traded in tropical Africa. This review will focus on fresh, chilled or frozen beef and 
mutton. 
The main flow of beef and mutton has, for some years, been from the great exporting regions of 
Australia, New Zealand and Latin America to Western Europe and North America. The USA, the 
United Kingdom, Italy, West Germany and, more recently, Japan account for much of the trade. 
This situation was transformed during 1974–75, when the position of European countries 
(excluding the USSR) in the beef trade switched from a deficit of almost 750,000 tons in 1973 to 
a surplus of some 200,000 tons in 1975. This reversal affected some 40 percent of the overall 
volume of transactions. The change of 1974–75 was caused by measures taken by the EEC to 
protect the producers of member countries from a fail in demand brought about by economic 
recession, coinciding with an increase in the number of animals slaughtered, which was 
associated in its turn with a rise in livestock feed prices. In mid-1974, imports from non-member 
countries were controlled, while a purchase policy was implemented to support prices. At the 
same time, part of the stocks thus accumulated by the community were put on the world 
markets, increasing supply and depressing prices. 
By comparison, the drop in import demand from the USA and the import limitations imposed by 
the Japanese, all in the same year, had a much less serious impact. By way of compensation, 
the USSR began to purchase meat, and imported some 400,000 tons of beef in 1975. This 
helped sales to recover so that by the end of 1975 transactions had reached pre-crisis levels. 
Nevertheless Latin American exports, particularly from Argentina, have dropped considerably 
because of the loss of the European market. 
 
 The decrease in mutton and lamb imports, which began in Europe in 1972, worsened in 1974 
when Japan, previously a large importer with 20 percent of the market, cut purchases by a fifth. 
Fortunately, a recovery started at the same time, due to purchases by Iran whose imports rose 
from 12,000 to 45,000 tons between 1973 and 1975. Nevertheless, transactions at the end of 
1976 had not regained the maximum level of 1971–72. The declining demand from Western 
Europe, particularly from the United Kingdom, and the stagnation of Japanese imports have 
been partially compensated for by increasing demand from the oil-producing countries of the 
Middle East, but the latter had by 1975 been able to absorb only about 58,000 tons, or less than 
10 percent of all transactions. 
The African share of the total market is negligible, representing less than 4 percent. South Africa 
accounts for a third of both imports and exports in the region. The rest of the trade is shared 
among a number of countries, including Botswana, Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and Malagasy (net 
exporters); and Zaire, Ivory Coast, Libya and Egypt (net importers). The volume of exchange in 
all cases is extremely small by world standards. 
Price Indicators 
Following the upheaval in the structure of trade, there was an equally important movement in 
price structure. In the importing countries policies implemented with a view to supporting 
production have generally been able to stem the drop in domestic prices. They have even 
helped prices to rise again, in the EEC countries particularly. However, these policies have 
contributed also to the lowering of prices on the world markets. Export prices in Australia, 
expressed in American dollars, decreased by 60 percent between 1973 and 1975, though it is 
true that this decrease was aggravated by the devaluation of the Australian dollar. 
These divergencies have tended to widen the dispersion of meat prices throughout the world. In 
1976, wholesale prices varied from US$ 0.44/kg. in Australia (i.e. export prices) to USS 2.83/kg. 
in France, reflecting the degree of protection enjoyed by national or regional livestock 
producers. In 1975, there was a slight recovery on the world market, but this did not last since 
the trend for protected markets was reversed towards the end of the same year. 
 
 Fluctuations in meat prices were preceded by fluctuations in cereal and other livestock feed 
prices. This changed the value of the meat/livestock feed price ratio, a major variable 
determining the profitability of livestock production in developed countries. 
The drop in this ratio began in the United States in 1972, because of the effect of the cereal 
price increase. Other livestock feed products were affected even more quickly, since incidental 
reasons—such as the disappearance of shoals of achovies along the coasts of Peru—made it 
more difficult to switch to substitutes. The drop was accentuated in 1974 when meat prices 
began to sag under pressure from increased supply caused by the deterioration in the 
profitability of livestock operations. Nevertheless, in all the EEC countries, the price support 
policy helped to limit the fall in the ratio and thereby further contributed to the protection of the 
livestock producers of the member countries. 
At the beginning of the 1970s, the beef/cereal price ratio was high in the United States because 
of the low cereal price. This was an advantage to American producers. The same ratio was 
much lower in the EEC countries, where the agricultural policy tended to protect both meat and 
cereal prices, and also in meat-exporting countries such as Australia, which had no protection at 
all. 
Taking into account this initial situation, the variations in relative prices described above have 
helped to reverse the relative position in different countries. While, by the end of 1974, the 
beef/cereal price ratio in the EEC countries was still at the pre-crisis level, in the United States it 
was not only below the pre-crisis level, but was even below the European level. It still remained 
higher, however, than the ratio in the meat-exporting countries. 
The reversal of the trend which started in the United States and in the meat-exporting countries 
in 1975, due to the joint effect of a temporary recovery in meat prices and a drop in cereal 
prices, helped to narrow the ratio levels of the different regions. Nonetheless, the upheavals of 
recent years do not seem to have affected the profitability of the livestock industry in the EEC 
countries as seriously as in the rest of the developed world. 
 
